on Greek myths of a universal flood and the repopulation of the earth from Iapetus, one of the Titans. 3 The rabbinic explanations of the story also present us with enigmatic elements. The Babylonian Talmud (San 70a) records a debate between two third-century sages, Rav and Samuel, regarding the act that Ham committed against his father ("Noah awoke from the effects of the wine and knew what his youngest son had done to him"; beyond this the Bible is silent). Rav said that Ham castrated his father, Noah; Samuel said that he sodomized him. On what basis did Rav and Samuel come to these conclusions? Certainly the curse of slavery is a severe punishment and demands a correspondingly severe crime, but why specifically castration and sodomy? In a (somewhat) different age, these rabbinic interpretations were derisively dismissed by Raoul Allier, then Dean of the Faculté libre de théologie protestante of Paris, as HORST (Leiden, 2 1999), s.vv. thykamuna, shunama, haby. It was considered obligatory in Ugaritic culture for a son to care for his drunken father. See KTU 1.17 i 30-31 (Aqhat) (M DIETRICH, O. LORETZ, J. SANMARTÍN, The Cuneiform Alphabetic Texts, Münster, 1995, 48; Ugaritic Narrative Poetry, 53; J.C.L. GIBSON, Canaanite Myths and Legends,Edinburgh, 1977, p. 104, lines 31-32), which lays out the main responsibilities of a son toward his aged father among which are that he "take him by the hand in his drunkenness, and support him when he is sated with wine." As VAN DER TOORN remarks, these filial duties are projected upon the world of the gods in the El myth (VAN DER TOORN, ibid., whose translation of Aqhat I follow). According to BENO JACOB respect for the father is the theme of the story of Noah's drunkenness (B. JACOB, The First Book of the Bible: Genesis, abridged, edited and translated by E.I. JACOB and W. JACOB, New York, 1974, p. 68 to Gen 9:28). Another attempt to explain the story against the background of the ancient Near Eastern context (curses threatening a position of authority) was made by S. GEVIRTZ, Curse Motifs in the Old Testament and the Ancient Near East (Ph.D. diss. University of Chicago, 1959), 147-148. 3 Pindar, Olympian Odes 9.49-57. The name Iapetus "yields no plausible Greek etymology, and it is far from unlikely that it is to be connected with that of Japhet son of Noah, both probably going back to some very old figure of Asianic mythology, variously handled by Greek "born in the ghetto, of the feverish and sadistic imagination of some rabbis." 4 This paper will attempt a more enlightened answer.
What did Ham do to Noah? While this paper will focus on the two rabbinic interpretations of castration and sodomy, it should be noted that the biblical text itself has been subject to numerous explanations, most of which (whether modern or premodern) assume that Ham must have done something to his father although the biblical narrative claims that he only looked at him. 5 It is generally felt that looking alone is insufficient reason for the grave punishment of eternal servitude. But the act of looking at another's genitals may indeed have been a grievous crime. Among the sex omens of Mesopotamia, contained in a first-millennium BCE collection of omens called ¡umma ålu, we find the following: "If a man repeatedly stares at his woman's vagina, his health will be good; he will lay his hands on whatever is not his. If a man is with a woman (and) while facing him she repeatedly stares at his penis, whatever he finds will not be secure in his house." ANN GUINAN, who published and analyzed these omens, says that they "turn on the understanding that 'seeing' is an act of taking. Power is wielded by the subject who looks at another. To be the object of a look makes one vulnerable and exposed….
[S]crutinizing observation could be a breach of boundary.…" Such a look can "undermine" one's "mastery and control." 6 To my knowledge, this material has not been utilized to explain the Noah incident. If GUINAN's interpretation of the texts is correct, it may help explain the grievous nature of Ham's act as well as the punishment of slavery. For if looking at another's genitals will gain one "mastery and control," then an appropriate biblical punishment for such an act would be a loss of mastery and control, i.e., servitude. In any case, whether GUINAN's explanation of the texts is correct or not, the omens clearly indicate the power of the act of looking at another's genitals in the Mesopotamian world, and this may provide the necessary context in which to explain at least one aspect of the biblical story, that is, what Ham did to Noah .
As for the rabbinic interpretations of castration and sodomy, surely the scene of Noah lying naked in his tent would suggest a sexual crime, and the Hebrew expression ra<ah >erwah would indeed make one think of a sexual act (cf. Lev 20:17) . 7 In addition, the very name Óam, may have further suggested a sexual act since the roots ˙mm and y˙m can connote the sense of sexual heat, the former in Biblical Hebrew (Isa 57:5), and the latter in Palestinian Aramaic. 8 I suggest, however, that Rav and Samuel had more specific pegs upon which to hang their interpretations. Samuel's interpretive fulcrum is the biblical phrase a¡er >a∞ah lo beno ha-qaãan, 'that which his younger son had done to him.' Since, however, aside from looking, no other act is indicated in the story, Samuel may have understood the act to have been the verb >a∞ah itself, interpreting the text as "he >asahed Noah." Now, >∞h, 'to press' occurs in Hebrew and cognate languages with a specific sexual connotation. squeezed (mo>akhu, ‫)מעכו‬ and there they pressed (>i∞∞u, ‫)עשו‬ their virgin nipples"; Ezek 23:21, "when your nipples were pressed (ba>a∞ot) in Egypt." 9 Similarly, in Ugaritic >¡y is used to mean 'sexually molest' (gr¡.d.>¡y.lnh, 'who may drive away any who would molest his guest'), and in Arabic ġšw (ġšy), the root meaning of which is 'to cover, conceal,' can mean 'to compress,' metonymically used for the sexual act where the object of the act can be man or woman: 'he compressed her,' 'he did to him a forbidden action' (ġašiya ilayhi ma˙khirān). 10 Thus, Samuel midrashically read >∞h in the verse (whether as a pi>el or not) to mean 'he sodomized him.'
So much for the explanation of sodomy. How was the rabbinic interpretation of castration derived? 11 While Samuel's solution, according to my proposal, was VAN ROMPAY, Louvain, 1997, 67-68). This argument is problematic because the castration of Noah does not denigrate Noah's character but that of the castrator, Ham. In rabbinic literature, to the contrary, Noah's character is generally righteous, building upon the biblical description. Another rabbinic contravention thesis, and just as unlikely, was suggested by S. GERO, who thinks that the castration idea may have derived from linguistically based (>a∞ah), Rav may have sought a solution from a different direction. Assuming the principle of midah keneged midah (measure for measure), a principle well-established at his time (see mSoã, end chap. 1), which sees punishment as aptly related to the crime, Rav would have looked to Ham/Canaan's punishment to discern Ham's crime. 12 This approach would be similar to "reverse engineering," which KUGEL likens to the study of midrashic motifs, in which the finished product is examined in an attempt "to recreate the thinking and procedures that led up to its having the form and components that it has." 13 Rav, then, would have sought to understand the nature of slavery, the punishment meted out to Canaan.
In a seminal study on slavery, ORLANDO PATTERSON wrote: "Perhaps the most distinctive attribute of the slave's powerlessness was that it always originated (or was conceived of as having originated) as a substitute for death…. Archetypically, slavery was a substitute for death in war. But almost as frequently, the death commuted was punishment for some capital offense, or death from exposure or starvation…. The master was essentially a ransomer. What he bought or acquired was the slave's life." 14 Speaking of Roman legal literature, KEITH BRADLEY says, "Slavery is equated with death"; "we compare slavery closely with death." 15 Similarly, in explaining the Roman imperial proscription of selling freeborn children (or bonding them) to slavery, JOHN BOSWELL wrote: "Slavery was not simply a fate 'worse than death' -it was death in the eyes of the law, since slaves were not legally persons." 16 Just as the first and most distinctive attribute of slavery is the substitution for death, so "the second constituent element of the slave relation," according to PATTERSON, is his status "as a socially dead person…. He ceased to belong in his own right to any legitimate social order…. Not only was the slave denied all claims on, and obligations to, his parents and living blood relations but by extension … on his more remote ancestors and on his descendants. He was truly a genealogical isolate." The condition of the slave is one of "natal alienation … the loss of ties of birth in both ascending and descending generations," of which the slave's social death was the "outward conception." "The slave will remain forever an unborn being (non-né)." 17 This aspect of slavery was recognized in Roman law and literature. 18 As BRADLEY said, "By definition, slaves were kinless." 19 Such a status is also presumed in tannaitic law: the slave has no legally valid ties of kinship with his/her offspring. They are not legally related (nor are the offspring to each other). 20 Thus one who becomes a slave is 'dead' although not truly dead. In a process of midah-keneged-midah reverse engineering Rav would have reasoned: what act could Ham have done to Noah to have caused a dead-but-not-dead punishment? The midah principle would require that whatever that act was, it would have had to affect all future descendants of Noah with the same dead-but-not-dead status, for the biblical punishment is one of eternal slavery, that is the 'death' of Canaan and all his future descendants. Furthermore, the dead-but-not-dead status could not affect Noah himself, for Ham, who committed the crime, was not himself cursed. Now castration, Rav might have continued, fulfills these requirements, for by causing a continuing loss of all potential life into the future one is causing the 'death' of Noah's potential descendants. 21 That is, Noah's future generations, which until the act of castration would have been born, will now forever be "unborn being(s)," nonnés, and are thus 'dead' although not truly dead. In sum, Ham brought about a status of 'death' on Noah's descendants. As punishment paralleling the crime, therefore, Ham's descendants, through the line of Canaan, were eternally enslaved, remaining forever 'dead,' in PATTERSON'S terms: unborn beings, non-nés. 22 I suggest that this reasoning, together with the sexual context of the biblical scene, was behind Rav's interpretation of the biblical story as one of castration.
The concept of slavery as social death would have certainly occurred to Rav. Not only does tannaitic law incorporate the concept, as indicated above, but an aggadic midrash seems also to know of it:
Wine separated (hifri¡) Noah from his children in regard to slavery … for on account of it he said, "Cursed be Canaan, a slave of slaves…." 23 The definition of a slave as "a genealogical isolate" could not be more clear than in the statement that Noah was separated from his children in regard to slavery. A secondary development of this midrash incorporates the same idea:
Our Rabbis taught: Since Ham saw the nakedness of his father, although he [Ham] did not curse him, he and his descendants were nevertheless distanced (nitra˙eq) forever. How much more so (>al a˙at kamah we-khamah) one who curses his father. 24 The change of terminology from 'separate' (hifri¡) to 'distance' (nitra˙eq) does not seem to be relevant, for the meaning is the same, that is the social separation caused by slavery. What is relevant in this latter midrash is the comparison of Ham's act of looking with the act of cursing or hitting a parent. While the punishment for looking was slavery (Gen 9:25), the punishment for cursing (or hitting; see below) was death (Ex 21:15, 17, Lev 20:9). The midrash is thus saying: "Ham only saw and was distanced forever. How much more so is one distanced forever if one curses a parent." The two distancings are not the same -the first refers to slavery, the second to death -yet the midrash conflates them.
The implications of the midrashic comparison of slavery with death can perhaps be seen more clearly by looking at a later version of this midrash, as found in Exodus Rabba:
God said: Ham the father of Canaan did not hit, but only looked at [his father]. Now he and his descendants are slaves forever. How much more so (qal wa-˙omer) one who curses or hits his father. 25 The substitution of "slaves forever" for "separated forever" is an attempt at clarity which, however, not only renders the midrashic point otiose but destroys the logic of the qal wa-˙omer argument employed. The implication of the qal wa-˙omer is that one who curses or hits one's father would certainly have his descendants enslaved forever (in rabbinic hermeneutic terminology, dayo lavo< min ha-din li-hyot ka-nidon). This, of course, is not the case, for the Bible requires a death penalty for cursing or hitting. The terminology of the earlier midrashim (nit˙areq or hifri¡) levels the two punishments under the one roof of death, whether biological or social/legal. Thus, PATTERSON'S definition of slavery as social death is embedded in the 'distancing' midrash. 26 In summary, I have attempted to show (1) that in the biblical narrative Ham's act of 25 Exodus Rabba 30.5. Such is the reading in "all good manuscripts of ExR, e.g. MS Jerusalem and MS Oxford" (AVIGDOR SHINAN, personal correspondence). The second part of Exodus Rabba (i.e. from chapter 15 onward) belongs to the Tan˙uma-Yelamedenu family of midrash literature. "Ham the father of Canaan" is a quote from the biblical verse (Gen 9:22) and is undoubtedly used by the rabbinic author deliberately, rather than simply saying "Ham," in order to implicitly justify the curse of slavery which he mentions next and which affected only Canaan in the biblical account. looking at his father's genitals is to be understood in its Ancient Near Eastern context, in which such an act is considered a serious "breach of boundary," and may also account for the biblical punishment of slavery; and (2) that the rabbinic interpretations of Ham's act as sodomy and castration are to be understood on the basis of a linguistic association of the Hebrew root >∞h meaning 'to commit a sexual act, to sodomize,' in the first case, and by an implied hermeneutic of midah keneged midah, with slavery and castration understood as forms of 'death,' in the second case.
